INTRODUCTION
In recent years, drug poisoning among adolescents has become a serious public health problem, especially in the field of pediatrics. It is the cause of up to 10% of all admissions to the intensive care unit, and the mortality rate is highly variable depending on the different health care scenarios. 1 The substances involved vary greatly; antidepressants, anxiolytics, and non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs are the most common drug groups seen in these cases. 2 Suicide attempt is the main cause of drug poisoning and one of the most concerning problems among individuals in this age group. 3 At present, this is not an isolated phenomenon, but quite an everyday thing, especially among adolescents who are more prone to risk behaviors, given the changes typical of this development stage and the effect of an increasingly weakening of their social ties.
Considering the major role of this type of visits at the emergency department and because of the need to collect data to supplement local information, we decided to carry out a research study to describe the characteristics of the epidemiological patterns of drug poisoning among adolescents aged 10-19 years admitted to the emergency department of Hospital Municipal de Agudos "Dr. Leónidas Lucero" (HMALL).
METHODOLOGY
Descriptive, retrospective study based on the data collected from reviewing the medical records of patients aged [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] It is worth noting that HMALL of Bahía Blanca is a general acute care hospital with an emergency department that works 24/7. It has a pediatric hospitalization unit with 23 beds for patients with secondary care needs. Adolescents admitted in a vulnerable condition are assessed together with the on-call psychologist to determine their risk and plan the emergency approach. If the patient is admitted to the unit, an interdisciplinary team made up of pediatricians and mental health professionals steps in to provide an assistance framework and a support network that will facilitate outpatient follow-up once the patient is discharged.
Medical record numbers for each patient were found in the hospital's electronic file system. Some of the authors collected data of interest and used them to complete specially designed worksheets.
The research protocol was approved by the hospital's Bioethics Committee, who granted access to the medical records. The data collection sheet did not include the patients' names to maintain their confidentiality.
The following outcome measures were assessed: age, sex, type of drug used, intention, history of suicide attempt, clinical manifestations at the time of admission, need for hospitalization, length of stay in days, number of admissions per year, and reasons that may have led to the event. Quantitative outcome measures were described as measures of central tendency (mean, median, and mode) and dispersion (range), whereas qualitative outcome measures, as percentage. To establish the significance when comparing certain outcome measures, the χ² test and the correlation coefficient were used, considering a p value < 0.05 and a 95% confidence interval (CI). The SPSS software, version 17.0, was used for data analysis.
RESULTS
Eighty patients diagnosed with drug poisoning were admitted to the emergency department in the study period. Out of all patients, 8 were excluded due to errors in diagnosis coding, so a total of 72 patients were included in the analysis.
Their median age was 16 years old, ranging from 10 to 19 years old. The mean and the mode were also 16 years.
Based on the percent distribution of patients by sex, 72% were girls (n: 52). The female:male ratio was 2.5:1. Table 1 shows the frequency distribution of drug poisoning events in the 5 studied periods. A significant increase in the number of visits was observed in 2015; similar numbers were observed in the rest of the years. The differences were not statistically significant (p= 0.1, 95% CI: 0.075-0.42).
In relation to the frequency of use by drug group, anxiolytics predominated and were used by 22 of the 72 patients, whereas polydrug use was observed in 18 cases ( Table 2) .
Regarding the clinical presentation at the time of the visit, little more than half of patients (n: 39) were asymptomatic, whereas 24 had neurological symptoms (lethargy, dizziness, depression of consciousness, sleep tendency); 7, gastrointestinal symptoms (vomiting, abdominal pain), and only 2, cardiovascular symptoms (tachycardia, hypotension).
Out of all patients, 95% (n: 68) referred a suicidal intention. Of them, 55% had a history of suicide attempt. When compared by age group, adolescents older than 15 years showed a higher percentage of suicidal attempt as a cause of drug poisoning (p= 0.037, 95% CI: 0.034-0.041) and a higher proportion of history of suicidal attempt (p= 0.034, 95% CI: 0.032-0.04). No significant differences were observed by sex (p= 0.798, 95% CI: 0.798-0.806).
Family conflicts were the most important reason given when asked for the reason to do it (49%). Other reasons were school conflicts (10%) and couple conflicts (9%).
Based on the results, 42% of patients (N: 30) required admission to the pediatric care unit or the clinical care unit, depending on the patient's age, and the length of stay was 2.5 days in average; no significant differences were observed between sexes (p = 0.054, 95% CI: 0.03-1.98). Only 1 patient required hospitalization in the intensive care unit and achieved an adequate clinical course. No deaths were recorded.
DISCUSSION
Visits due to drug poisoning were mostly related to the female sex, which was consistent with what had been observed in other studies that found a female:male ratio of 3:1. 4, 5 In terms of age, most patients were late adolescents, which was in accordance with prior publications that pointed out that the 15-19-year-old population predominated. 6, 7 Psychotropic drugs were the most commonly used ones; among these, anxiolytics prevailed. Reports have been uniform in pointing out that these are the most commonly used drugs in the studied situation. 4, 6 It is important to note the large percentage of patients who stated that they had taken the drugs with a suicidal intention. In a study conducted at Hospital Universitario Ramón y Cajal in Madrid, 83.8% of poisonings were voluntary. 8 Likewise, a study carried out between 2009 and 2011 at a hospital in Turkey found a 92% of voluntary poisonings.
9
Accidental poisoning events usually occur during childhood, whereas in the case of adolescents, they mostly do it intentionally. 10 The most interesting piece of information is the large number of patients who had a history of suicide attempt, either with drugs or by other means. The rate of repeat suicide attempt among adolescents is approximately 6-14% in the first year of follow-up according to previous studies. 11 Our study showed higher rates, similar to those observed in regional studies, such as the study conducted in the city of Córdoba in 2006, which found that 68.8% of youth had had a prior attempt. 12 Similarly, in a study carried out in the city of Santiago de Chile in 2012, repeat attempts accounted for 51% of the cases. 13 It has been observed that the frequency of poisonings does not follow an increasing pattern over the years, given that results were varied when each study period was analyzed. This is probably due to errors in diagnosis coding, which may have left cases of drug poisoning out of the study.
The limitations of this study are its descriptive and retrospective nature and the small case series. However, considering the population characteristics of the city of Bahía Blanca, it could be stated that the number of adolescents who had a drug poisoning event was substantial.
Future prospective studies on this topic using qualitative methods are required so as to further investigate the aspects related to adolescents.
CONCLUSION
In this study, it is worth noting the prevalence of female patients attending the emergency department due to drug poisoning. Anxiolytics were the most commonly used drugs, and an important percentage of patients had a history of prior drug poisonings. n
